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In what government opponents predicted would be an irrefutable show of strength, hundreds
of thousands of demonstrators marched in Caracas on Oct. 10 demanding that President Hugo
Chavez step down. Two days later, at least as many pro-government marchers took over the streets.
Chavez joined their march and told the crowd that he was not going anywhere. The political crisis
in Venezuela has deepened since the April two-day coup that briefly ousted Chavez. Since his
return, supporters and opponents have waged a war of words and dueling demonstrations that have
increased the polarization to the degree that any constructive dialogue seems impossible.
On Oct. 4, Organization of American States (OAS) secretary-general Cesar Gaviria, at the conclusion
of a three- day trip to Venezuela, said it was critical that Chavez and his opposition agree on an
agenda for dialogue to avoid more upheaval. He left a "statement of principles" that he hoped both
the government and opposition would sign. "It would be unthinkable if this country's leaders didn't
give a peaceful solution a chance," said Gaviria. Opposition leaders insist that early elections are the
only way to prevent more violence. They accuse Chavez of leading the economy into recession and
fostering violence against dissenters by portraying them as enemies of his Bolivarian revolution to
help the poor.
Chavez, whose term ends in 2007, blames the opposition for the political and economic woes.
He says opponents must wait until August 2003, the earliest date the Constitution would allow a
revocatory referendum on his rule. "It's a country where every day the opposition wakes up not
thinking how to improve the situation but how to overthrow the government," says Ali Rodriguez,
head of the state oil company Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA).

Opposition holds "Toma de Caracas"
On Oct. 10, the opposition filled the main streets in what they called the Toma de Caracas (takeover
of Caracas), chanting "Elections now!" Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV)
secretary Alfredo Ramos said the outpouring was "practically a plebiscite in which the people are
telling Chavez to go, to convoke elections." CTV president Carlos Ortega warned that if Chavez did
not resign or call early elections by Oct. 21, there would be a national strike. Carlos Fernandez, head
of the business group Fedecamaras, repeated that ultimatum and said if Chavez did not respond by
Oct. 21, the opposition would carry out "other actions," including more marches and the national
strike.

Chavez supporters respond
The streets filled again on Oct. 13, this time with hundreds of thousands of Chavez supporters, who
commemorated his dramatic return after the unsuccessful coup six months ago and rejected calls
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that the president resign. After flying over the demonstration in a helicopter, Chavez joined the
march through the capital and dismissed the opposition threats. "Revocatory referendum in August
2003 if they can collect the necessary signatures," said Chavez. "Presidential elections in December
2006, that is the answer" to Ortega's ultimatum.
"The people want peace and democracy, but they also have the strength to impose the Constitution"
against would-be coup plotters, he said. "I challenge the opposition to try bring the country to a halt.
Let's see if they can." Chavez said the massive support was the people's "clear answer to the threats
and blackmail, to the coup-plotting and fascism disguised as democracy." Estimates of the turnout at
both marches varied widely, but Agence France Presse reported that, while both were huge, the proChavez crowd outnumbered that of the opposition.
"This is a country that is extremely politically divided, with its hard-line extremes writing the
agenda of both sides," analyst Barry Lynn with US-based think tank New America Foundation
told Inter Press Service. The pro-Chavez rally "defused the possibility of a new coup, because it
clearly showed the military that there are thousands and thousands of people willing to defend the
president with their lives." The editor of Tal Cual newspaper, Teodoro Petkoff, an outspoken critic
of Chavez, warned that "the hard-liners mutually feed into each other. If the two rallies showed us
anything, it is that both sides are strong. Neither can impose anything on the other by force."

Support for strike unclear
On Oct. 14, Ortega confirmed the strike for Oct. 21, which was endorsed by Fernandez. But the
shrinking economy and rising unemployment have divided opposition leaders, and prolonged
general strikes may no longer have the support of a majority of workers and business owners. "Most
people are so desperate to sell something that they will not stop for a strike," said Henrique Salas
Romer, leader of Proyecto Venezuela, who lost to Chavez in the 1998 election. "A strike has no
chance of succeeding unless it is the final step in a process, the final break."
One strong card that Chavez holds is that the workers in the strategic oil sector, mainstay of the
Venezuelan economy, have said they will not support a strike (see NotiSur, 2002- 10-04). Even if
the opposition succeeded in convincing Chavez to call early elections, it has yet to find anyone
who could challenge him at the polls. While his approval ratings have dropped significantly from
the 80% when he was elected in 1998, most independent analysts say Chavez would win today
against any of the likely challengers, including Caracas Mayor Alfredo Pena and Miranda state Gov.
Enrique Mendoza.

US changes horses
Another key factor is that, for whatever combination of reasons, the US would not support a second
coup. When Chavez appeared to have been forced out in April, the administration of US President
George W. Bush reacted with thinly disguised glee. When Chavez returned to power 48 hours later,
the administration was in the awkward position of having to belatedly voice its support for the rule
of law. Before the Oct. 10 march, the US Embassy issued a statement saying that the US opposed
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illegal or violent actions to overthrow a constitutionally and democratically elected government.
Although it reflected longstanding official US policy to defend democratic rule, the statement was
more emphatic than those issued in the past.
Much of the opposition reacted with disbelief and verbally attacked Ambassador Charles
Shapiro. Anti-Chavez leaders who once considered US diplomats their allies now say the Bush
administration has abandoned democratic principles to mend fences with Chavez. If the Bush
administration has really softened its stance on Chavez, the reason is clear. As the US prepares
for war with Iraq, it cannot afford to jeopardize access to Venezuela's oil, now about 30% of US oil
imports and the largest oil reserves in the Western Hemisphere.
US officials say Venezuela has recently offered to guarantee its oil supplies in case of war. In return
Chavez has made it clear he expects Washington to stay out of Venezuela's internal affairs. Chavez
has also softened his criticism of US military aid for the drug war in Colombia. He is rumored to be
close to agreeing to allow US counterdrug flights to cross Venezuelan air space, which he refused in
the past. Both the Venezuelan government and US Embassy declined to comment on record, but a
leader of Chavez's Movimiento V Republica (MVR) confirmed the negotiations and said they had
made some progress. Venezuela also has asked Washington to pay for the construction of a radar
installation on its southwestern border with Colombia to monitor drug-smuggling flights, the official
added, saying the request is under consideration.

Human rights groups worried
Meanwhile, human rights groups are very concerned that the situation in Venezuela could explode.
A statement from the nongovernmental Programa Venezolano de Educacion y Accion en Derechos
Humanos (PROVEA) said that, "since February, the national press has frequently reported that
important political and social leaders have called for a rupture of the constitutional order." Under
present conditions in Venezuela, "rebellion is not justified," said PROVEA. "In the highly polarized
atmosphere in which we are living, a triumphant rebellion would also be a rebellion against another
sector of the population, which would clearly increase the possibilities of violence," it added.
The New York-based Human Rights Watch (HRW) and the Washington Office on Latin America
(WOLA) issued a joint statement Oct. 9 warning that "sectors of the opposition continue to seek
President Chavez's removal prior to the end of his term, with little regard for the legality or
constitutionality of how that goal is achieved." They also criticized the government for not taking
"sufficient steps to diffuse the present conflict and to impose the rule of law." "The situation of
the news media is also of concern," the statement added. "Far from providing fair and accurate
reporting, the media by and large seek to provoke popular discontent and outrage in support of the
hard-line opposition. "President Chavez, in turn, uses strong and intimidating language to verbally
attack members of the media....The result is a precarious situation for journalists, who are frequently
attacked and harassed," said the statement. "We call on the international community, and the
US government in particular, to support efforts underway in Venezuela to promote a negotiated
and peaceful settlement to the present political impasse within the framework of the Venezuelan
Constitution and the rule of law, including strict adherence to human rights principles."
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